Use of a pulse oximeter for determination of systolic blood pressure in a helicopter air ambulance.
Traditional methods of determining blood pressure may be unreliable (auscultation or palpation) or unavailable (direct arterial cannulation) in the air medical environment. The authors investigated the combination of a pulse oximeter with a standard sphygmomanometer (blood pressure) cuff as an alternative method. The pulse oximeter is applied to a finger on the same upper extremity on which a standard blood pressure cuff had been applied. A baseline blood pressure was obtained by palpation or an automated blood pressure device. One minute later, the systolic blood pressure (SBP) was determined by inflating the blood pressure cuff until the pulsatile display on the pulse oximeter was obliterated. This was taken as the systolic blood pressure. Complete data were obtained on 116 patients, with 223 data pairs. The SBP as obtained by the baseline method was strongly correlated with the SBP obtained by the pulse oximeter display obliteration method (r = 0.90, p < 0.001). The obliteration of the wave form display on a pulse oximeter is an accurate, convenient, inexpensive and readily available alternative method of determining SBP.